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Nigerian Converts, Mormon Missionaries, and the Priesthood Revelation: 
Mormonism in Nigeria, 1946-1978* 
By D. Dmitri Hurlbut 
 
Introduction  
On October 24, 1946, the Office of the First Presidency of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints (LDS Church) received a letter from an unlikely place—Nigeria, a British 
colony that would gain its independence in 1960. Written by O.J. Umondak, the letter 
requested missionaries and literature about teachings of the LDS Church. After discussing its 
obligations to preach the gospel to the world, the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, the second 
highest governing body within the church’s hierarchy, decided to delay responding to this 
letter, because the church had actively avoided proselytizing among “Africans of the black 
race” since 1830.1  This long-standing policy had its roots in two assumptions. First, 
Mormons conceived of Africa as a gloomy and forbidding continent dominated by sorrow 
and tyranny. 2  More importantly, Mormons believed that Blacks were ill suited for 
conversion, because dark skin was the symbol of a divine curse in Mormon scriptures, a 
punishment for transgressions in a pre-mortal existence.3 
The Apostles’ attention, however, was called to Umondak’s letter the following year 
when, on October 9, 1947, a missionary in Los Angeles wrote to church headquarters in Salt 
Lake City to ask about the church’s attitude towards “negroes.”4 The council once again 
                                                
* A number of people have provided assistance and inspiration during the writing of this paper. I wish to 
express my thanks to James B. Allen, Dana Bronson, Barbara Diefendorf, Victor Manfredi, James McCann, 
Eugenio Menegon, Susanna Morrill, Jeffrey Nichols, and David Northrup for their comments and conversation. 
I am also grateful to Michael DiBlasi for his editorial advice.  
1 Minutes of the Apostles of Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, vol. 4 (Salt Lake City: Privately 
Published, 2010), 420, Americana Collection, L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, 
Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.  
2 Newell G. Bringhurst, “Mormonism in Black Africa: Changing Attitudes and Practices, 1830–1981,” 
Sunstone 6 (May/June 1981), 16. See also Parley Pratt’s hymn, “Ye Chosen Twelve,” in Brigham Young, 
Parley P. Pratt, and John Taylor, Sacred Hymns and Spiritual Songs for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints in Europe (Liverpool: F.D. Richards, 1851), 313. 
3 Bringhurst, “Mormonism in Black Africa,” 16. See also Alma 3:6–10; 7:12; 7:22; 2 Nephi 5:21–2, in 
The Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 2013); Abraham 1:21–
27; Moses 7:8, in The Pearl of Great Price (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
2013).  
4 Minutes of the Apostles of Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 439, Americana Collection.  
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decided not to respond to Umondak’s letter, reasoning they still needed time to consider “the 
negro question.”5 The First Presidency, the executive triumvirate in the LDS Church, 
separately addressed the issue of race on July 17, 1947. Lowry Nelson, a Mormon sociologist 
at the University of Minnesota, discouraged the Presidency from sending missionaries to 
Cuba, because he feared that exporting American attitudes on race would do terrible harm to 
Cuban culture. After a long exchange of letters with Nelson, the First Presidency rebutted: 
“From the days of the Prophet Joseph [Smith] even until now, it has been the doctrine of the 
Church, never questioned by any of the Church leaders, that the Negroes are not entitled to 
the full blessings of the Gospel.”6 Four months later, the Presidency reminded him that 
reasoning and worldly learning cannot impress those with a testimony of the revealed word 
of God.7 Despite the Apostles’ and the First Presidency’s best efforts to forestall change, the 
LDS Church became increasingly international over the next three decades. Indeed, this 
American indigenous church garnered thousands of followers in Nigeria between 1946 and 
1978, most of them living in the Cross River region where Umondak himself resided. While 
the previous century of Mormon growth had been bent on “gathering to Utah” new converts 
from the British Isles and America, the last half century of conversion to the LDS faith has 
occurred mainly abroad in the non-Western world.8  
Today, the majority of Mormons live outside of the United States of America, but 
historians and church leaders have yet to fully realize the implications of this demographic 
shift within the church’s membership. This working paper rethinks the importance of Africa 
in shaping the contours of Mormonism, by exploring how local actions in Nigeria influenced 
the LDS Church on a global level, or, how the periphery influenced the metropole. In this 
instance, the LDS Church failed to address the growth of Mormonism among Nigerians. 
With this neglect, Salt Lake City created the space for an indigenous Mormon church to 
flourish.9 In turn, the spontaneous growth of a Nigerian Mormon church brought about 
                                                
5 Ibid.  
6 The First Presidency to Nelson, July 17, 1947, Box 4, Folder 2, COLL MSS 17, Lowry Nelson Writings 
and Papers, 1948–1974, Special Collections and Archives, Merrill-Cazier Library, Utah State University, 
Logan, Utah. 
7 The First Presidency to Nelson, November 12, 1947, Box 4, Folder 2, Lowry Nelson Writings and 
Papers. 
8 Rodney Stark, “The Rise of a New World Faith,” in Latter-day Saint Social Life: Social Research on the 
LDS Church and Its Members, ed. James T. Duke (Provo: Religious Studies Center, Brigham Young 
University, 1998), 1–8. For Mormonism in Africa, see Jehu Hanciles, “‘Would That All God’s People Were 
Prophets’: Mormonism and the New Shape of Global Christianity,” Journal of Mormon History 41, 2 (2015), 
35-68; Philip Jenkins, “Letting Go: Understanding Mormon Growth in Africa,” Journal of Mormon History 35, 
2 (2009), 1–25. 
9 I use “LDS Church” and “Salt Lake City” interchangeably to denote the decision-making authorities in 
the church.  
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changes within the official church, which urgently needed to find a way to incorporate these 
unofficial Latter-day Saints into the fold.  
I argue that Nigerians greatly contributed to the formation of Mormon beliefs, 
culminating in the 1978 priesthood revelation.10 Mormon missionaries, who increasingly 
interacted with these unofficial Nigerian Mormons throughout the 1960s and 1970s, rejected 
the church’s racist ideology after witnessing the piety, passion, and commitment of Nigerian 
converts. These missionaries then brought their enlarged worldview back to Salt Lake City, 
where strategic leaders of the LDS Church picked up their ideas and incorporated them into 
institutional policy—marking a reversal of the previous ideological diffusion from new world 
to old.  
While understanding the development of Mormonism since the late-twentieth century 
requires looking beyond the traditional white narrative of Mormon history, that narrative also 
should not be neglected. Historians who study the transformation of Mormonism into a 
global faith fall into two camps—those who focus on the missionary enterprise, and those 
who look at the local regional development of Mormonism.11 This means the story of the 
missionary has its telling at the expense of the story of the convert, or vice versa, even if this 
is not the author’s intention. Neither story can be properly understood independent of the 
other. Historians must bridge these narratives, lest they overlook the reciprocal relationship 
between missionary and convert. 
                                                
10 The priesthood is the power and authority God has bestowed upon men (Doctrine and Covenants 
132:45). Holding the priesthood is required to perform ordinances and to act as a leader within the LDS Church. 
Thus, before the 1978 priesthood revelation, Blacks could not be fully fledged members of the church, although 
they could join the faith, receive patriarchal blessings, and enter the temple to perform baptisms for the dead 
(John J. Stewart, Mormonism and the Negro [Orem: Bookmark, 1960], 8).  
11 For the missionary narrative of Mormonism, see R. Lanier Britsch, “The East India Mission of 1851–
56: Crossing the Boundaries of Culture, Religion, and Law,” Journal of Mormon History 27, 2 (2001), 150–76; 
Zachary R. Jones, “Conversion and Conflict: Mormon Proselytizing in Russian Finland,” Journal of Mormon 
History 35, 3 (2009), 1–41; Kahlile Mehr, “Enduring Believers: Czechoslovakia and the LDS Church, 1884–
1990,” Journal of Mormon History 18, 2 (1992), 111–54; Kahlile Mehr, “The Eastern Edge: LDS Missionary 
Work in Hungarian Lands,” Dialogue: A Journal of Mormon Thought 24 (Summer 1991), 27–44; Farrell Ray 
Monson, “History of the South African Mission of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1853–1970” 
(MA thesis, Brigham Young University, 1971); Reid L. Nielson, Early Mormon Missionary Activities in Japan, 
1901–1924 (Salt Lake City: University of Utah Press, 2010); Shinji Takagi, “The Eagle and the Scattered Flock: 
Church Beginnings in Occupied Japan, 1945–48,” Journal of Mormon History 28, 2 (2002), 104–38; Shinji 
Takagi, “The Japanese Mission under American Occupation, 1948–52,” Journal of Mormon History 29, 1 
(2003), 200–32. For the African Christian narrative of Mormonism, see Garrett Nagaishi, “Saints in the Land of 
the Porcupine: A Study of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in the Ashanti Region, Ghana,” BYU 
Library Research Grants 6 (2014); Russell W. Stevenson, “‘We Have Prophetesses’: Mormonism in Ghana, 
1964-79,” Journal of Mormon History 41, 3 (2015), 221–257. 
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The one academic article devoted to the history of Mormonism in Nigeria emphasized 
the missionary narrative, more specifically the ministry of Lamar S. Williams, the first 
missionary sent to interact with Nigerian converts in an official capacity.12 While the actions 
of Williams are crucial to understanding the development of Mormonism in Nigeria before 
the priesthood revelation, historians must also explore the contributions of Nigerians to the 
spread of Mormonism in Nigeria, how the actions of Salt Lake City affected the development 
of Mormonism in this former British colony, and the challenges that the emergence of a 
temporarily independent Nigerian church posed for Mormonism as a whole. This working 
paper makes a conscious effort to incorporate the activities of Nigerian Latter-day Saints into 
the story, to try to shift the historiography away from the traditional missionary narrative. 
The research presented here is based largely on a reading of correspondence from the 
late 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s—blue airgrams and other typed and handwritten letters that 
took between two weeks and one month to cross the Atlantic Ocean. Although many 
Nigerians corresponded with the LDS Church throughout the early and mid-1950s, the actual 
correspondence from this time either did not survive, or remains in collections unavailable 
for public research. Missionary journals and welcome addresses written by the Nigerians for 
the missionaries who visited their communities are available, and figure prominently in my 
research.  
Why Convert?  
Before examining how the actions of Nigerians influenced the LDS Church on a global level, 
this paper investigates how knowledge of the Latter-day Saints came to Nigeria, who the 
converts were, and why they wanted to become Mormons. Since the Mormon Church did not 
actively proselytize in Nigeria, the majority of Nigerians learned about Mormonism in one of 
two ways—either through LDS literature that had found its way into the country, or from 
Americans who were working abroad in Nigeria. The former was undoubtedly the most 
common way that Nigerians gained knowledge of this inherently American religion. Some 
Nigerians reported that they found literature on the streets, while others said they discovered 
literature in the library or even came across it in Lagos.13 After consuming this literature, 
interested Nigerians then wrote to the LDS Church to request affiliation.14 Based upon the 
materials Williams sent to his many correspondents, this literature consisted of The Word of 
                                                
12 James B. Allen, “Would-Be Saints: West Africa before the Priesthood Revelation,” Journal of Mormon 
History 17 (1991), 148–78. 
13 Oku to Woodland, November 3, 1975, Box 1, Folder 1, MS 21299, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers, 1963–
1986, LDS Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah; October 20, 1961, MS 1, Marvin Reese Jones Diary, 
1961 October–November, LDS Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah; Sennen Charleston Okechu 
Asianya, Fireside Address, Cedar Rapids, Iowa, August 3, 1966, MS 10315, LDS Church History Library, Salt 
Lake City, Utah. 
14 Glen G. Fisher Report, Folder 10, MS 2015, Lamar Williams Papers, 1959–1962, LDS Church History 
Library, Salt Lake City, Utah.  
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Wisdom, The Book of Mormon, A Marvelous Work and a Wonder, The Life of Joseph Smith, 
the Articles of Faith, and an assortment of tracts and pamphlets. Once this literature made it 
into the hands of one Nigerian, it quickly transferred into the hands of others, highlighting 
the way that the spread of missionary literature often outpaced missionaries themselves. As 
E.I. Okpon, secretary of the unofficial LDS church in Uyo, told Williams in a letter, “our 
joining men and women had taken the delight to read and study most of your biblical tracts, 
Booklets and Books.”15 These Nigerians then essentially served as de facto missionaries, 
taking the teachings of Mormonism wherever they went.  
A smaller number of Nigerians learned about the LDS Church from Americans who 
either visited or worked in Nigeria. Adewole Ogunmokun, a Yoruba living in Port Harcourt, 
said that he became a Mormon after his American friend gave him a copy of Reader’s Digest 
containing an article entitled “The Mormon Church: A Complete Way of Life.”16 Some 
Nigerians in Lagos reported they had “learned about the Church from an American Doctor 
Brown who worked among them for many years.”17 This doctor “advised them to contact the 
Mormon Church in Salt Lake City for literature on the organization, a youth program and 
spiritual guidance.”18 Learning about Mormonism from an American doctor fits in well with 
Mormon political scientist Garth N. Jones’ claim that “no single occurrence within the last 
thirty years has accounted more for the dissemination of the gospel on such a wide scale as 
American foreign aid programs, government and private.”19  
Many Nigerians interested in converting to Mormonism belonged to small, local, and 
indigenous churches located mainly in Southeastern Nigeria, especially among the Efik-
speaking peoples.20 The American visitor Glen G. Fisher, president of the LDS mission to 
South Africa, was instructed to stop by Lagos on his way home in 1960, and wrote in his 
report to the First Presidency: “[i]n the majority of cases they are apostate groups from 
Protestant churches.”21 Similarly, Lamar Williams in 1961 told the First Presidency: “these 
                                                
15 Okpon to Williams, June 24, 1960, Folder 2, Lamar Williams Papers. 
16 Ogunmokun to Buehner, December 20, 1960, Folder 3, Lamar Williams Papers. For the referenced 
article, see Hartzell Spence, “The Mormon Church: A Complete Way of Life,” Reader’s Digest 72 (April 
1958), 184–86, 188, 190. Spence’s piece provides a glowing review of the LDS Church.  
17 Assignment by the First Presidency to Visit Nigeria, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence.  
18 Assignment by the First Presidency to Visit Nigeria, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence.  
19 Garth N. Jones, “Expanding LDS Church Abroad: Old Realities Compounded.” Dialogue 13 (Spring 
1980), 9. Although the sources used in this article do not provide information on this matter directly, it is 
certainly possible that these Americans might have worked in association with American foreign aid programs 
and charities. 
20 Bartholomew to Asay, April 7, 1980, Folder 3, MS 7516, William V. Bartholomew Papers, 1975–1981, 
LDS Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah; Nigeria, Folder 2, William V. Bartholomew Papers; 
November 3, 1961, Marvin Reese Jones Diary; October 21, 1961, Marvin Reese Jones Diary. 
21 Glen G. Fisher Report, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers. 
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letters represent ministers and leaders of small religious groups.”22 The names of these 
churches—Apostolic Faith Mission, Prayer Church Mission, Laymen’s Home Missionary 
Movement, or even Samuel’s Spiritual Church—also suggest these were independent 
churches whose members had broken off from the churches the Europeans brought to 
Nigeria.23  
Some LDS converts also came from more traditional Protestant denominations, such 
as the Salvation Army, the Anglican Church, the Methodist Church, and the Qua Iboe 
Church, an independent Protestant church founded by an Ulsterman in 1887.24 Apart from 
geographical location, the sources do not explicitly indicate any common element between 
these mainstream Protestant denominations and the indigenous churches Nigerians left for 
Mormonism. In her 1972 article, Caroline Ifeka-Moller suggests that the villages in 
Southeastern Nigeria (where the Mormon Church found a foothold) had failed to modernize 
according to the colonialist scheme, and remained less developed than other regions of the 
colony. Religion, then, was the “only plentiful resource” in the region, and one of the few 
ways to achieve social advancement.25 Within this context, historians would expect to find a 
highly competitive market for the souls of men and women, since choice of church could 
have dramatic spiritual and temporal consequences. Both mainstream Protestant churches 
and the indigenous churches must have fallen short of their converts’ expectations, paving 
the way for the spread of Mormonism.  
Both the reports of missionaries and the letters of Nigerians themselves, such as those 
from Honesty J. Ekong, who served as both the leader and the vice president of the unofficial 
LDS church in Uyo, observed that the Nigerians who expressed interest in Mormonism often 
lived in extreme poverty.26 As a result, material gain played a role in conversion, but this 
material dimension was framed within the context of communal rather than individual 
wellbeing. Nigerian Latter-day Saints required immediate charity, including the provision of 
                                                
22 Memorandum to First Presidency and the Council of Twelve, Folder 7, Lamar Williams Papers. 
23 Adeola to Fisher, January 10, 1961, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers; October 21, 1961, Marvin 
Reese Jones Diary; Akpan to Williams, February 2, 1961, Folder 4, Lamar Williams Papers; The General 
Conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints held 10–12 March 1961, at Church Headquarters 
in Ibesit Town, Folder 9, Lamar Williams Papers; Udo-Ete to Williams, December 8, 1960, Folder 4, Lamar 
Williams Papers. 
24 Ogunmokun to Buehner, December 20, 1960, Folder 3, Lamar Williams Papers; October 20, 1961, 
Lamar Williams Diary, Folder 1, Lamar Williams Papers; Okpon to Williams, October 12, 1960, Folder 2, 
Lamar Williams Papers. 
25 Caroline Ifeka-Moller, “White Power: Social-Structural Factors in Conversion to Christianity, Eastern 
Nigeria, 1921–1966,” Canadian Journal of African Studies 8, 1 (1974), 66. 
26 Assignment by the First Presidency to Visit Nigeria, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence; Ekong to 
Williams, March 25, 1960, Folder 2, Lamar Williams Papers; October 18, 1961, Marvin Reese Jones Diary. 
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necessities like clothing, access to education, and school materials like books and desks.27 
Nigerians also often requested materials associated with the practice of religion, which the 
parent churches abroad would not likely give to the apostate, indigenous churches. During 
his visit to  Nigeria om 1960, for instance, converts asked Fisher, the South African mission 
president, for assistance in improving Nigerian chapels, by providing seating, pulpits, song 
books, Bibles, Sunday school outlines, and even instructions for organizing their own church, 
if not an actual missionary.28 They even hoped the LDS Church would provide them with 
items to help propagate the gospel, including a typewriter, bikes and a car.29 Thus, most 
Nigerians appear to have converted to Mormonism because they wanted to bring skills and 
resources to their communities.30 As Fisher stated: “I endeavored to discern if in asking for 
help there was a selfish motive, but in my opinion these men were very sincere, and their 
whole desire was the welfare of the people.”31 
Some Nigerians found Mormonism to be more spiritually fulfilling than their current 
religions. For instance, Adewole Ogunmokun, who worked with the Salvation Army in Port 
Harcourt, claimed that before he found Mormonism “I was not quite happy about myself … 
in me I could feel the absence of something which I cannot account for[.]”32 Similarly, 
Moses Inyang, who eventually became the president of the unofficial LDS church in the 
region, claimed he “[felt] better spiritually” after converting to Mormonism.33 Harvey Akpan 
and Dinah Noah (members of the Salvation Army), Lucy Udok, Dan Udoh (an Anglican), 
and Matthew Andrew Udo-Ete, all of whom missionaries Marvin Reese Jones and Williams 
interviewed during their 1961 visit to Nigeria, shared similar sentiments. These LDS converts 
                                                
27 Fisher to First Presidency, January 21, 1961, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers; The General 
Conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints Held 10–12 March 1961, at Church Headquarters 
in Ibesit Town, Folder 9, Lamar Williams Papers. 
28 Glen G. Fisher Report, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers. 
29 The General Conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints held 10-12 March 1961, at 
Church Headquarters in Ibesit Town, Folder 9, Lamar Williams Papers. 
30 For examples of Nigerians who exploited the LDS Church for individual benefit, see Akpan to 
Williams, February 2, 1961, Folder 4, Lamar Williams Papers; Jones to Assay, November 17, 1978, Box 1, 
Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers; Jones to Cannon, December 14, 1978, Box 1, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon 
Papers; Jones to Cannon, November 16, 1978, Box 1, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers; Faust to Cannon, 
November 19, 1978, Box 1, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers.  
31 Glen G. Fisher Report, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers. 
32 Ogunmokun to Williams, April 23, 1961, Folder 3, Lamar Williams Papers. 
33 October 20, 1961, Lamar Williams Diary, Folder 1, Lamar Williams Papers; October 20, 1961, Marvin 
Reese Jones Diary. 
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told the missionaries that they found greater spiritual satisfaction in their non-traditional 
church, and noted a deep resonance between Mormon Scriptures and the New Testament.34 
LDS missionaries observed this manifest devotion to the newfound faith, but feared 
that Nigerian converts did not truly understand the implications of the priesthood ban. In his 
diary, Jones wrote the Nigerians “have done good, but have many misconceptions as they do 
not understand to [sic] well and are not doing anything right. [They have] Paid ministry, are 
covering priesthood without authority, [and] baptizing.”35 This sentiment was echoed by 
William Bartholomew, who served as a missionary in Nigeria between 1975 and 1981: “I 
have the distinct impression that members do not understand that there is any limitation on 
their leaders with respect to the priesthood, and this may not be understood even by their 
leaders.”36 This was certainly a possibility, because Ambrose Chukwu, a Nigerian student at 
California Polytechnic State University in San Luis Obispo who experienced the church’s 
racism firsthand, accused the LDS Church of committing “religious apartheid” in an article 
published in the Nigerian Outlook, a daily paper published in Enugu.37 
Surviving letters indicate that Nigerian converts believed the LDS priesthood had 
nothing to do with being a good Christian, since every Christian was equal before the eyes of 
God. According to Anthony Obinna, a convert from Owerri, “We here are the true sons of 
God, but colour makes no difference in the service of Our Heavenly Father and Christ. The 
Spirit of God calls us to abide by this church and there is nothing to keep us out.”38 Kalu 
Oku, leader of the Lagos-Bariga group, even proposed that Nigerians’ devotion to the 
precepts of Mormonism would actually get Blacks the priesthood one day: “The holy spirit 
will one day direct the extension of the priesthood to the Black World as we will always 
reply to your letters.”39 Actions and piety, not the color of one’s skin, were what really 
mattered. 
Several poor indigenous churches located mostly in Southeastern Nigeria converted 
to Mormonism for a variety of spiritual reasons, although this did not preclude a material 
dimension to their conversion. Nigerians’ supposedly unwavering passion for their new 
religion ensured not only that the church spread rapidly throughout the region, but also that 
the LDS Church could not ultimately ignore them. Their consistent desire to become official 
members, and acquire all the benefits this membership entailed created a paradoxical 
situation—one in which the Nigerians remained determined to submit themselves to 
                                                
34 October 20, 1961, Lamar Williams Diary, Folder 1, Lamar Williams Papers; October 20, 1961, Marvin 
Reese Jones Diary. The evidence used here consists of direct quotations from Nigerian converts that Williams 
and Jones copied verbatim into their diaries. 
35 October 20, 1961, Marvin Reese Jones Diary. 
36 Summary—Mormon Church in Nigeria, Folder 1, William V. Bartholomew Papers.  
37 Ambrose Chukwu, “They’re Importing Ungodliness,” Nigerian Outlook, March 5, 1963. 
38 Obinna to Council of Twelve, September 28, 1978, Box 1, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers. 
39 Oku to Woodland, Nov. 3, 1975, Box 1, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers.  
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leadership from Utah, while they simultaneously established an ad hoc Mormon church on 
their own terms. As Lorry Rytting reported back to Ime Eduok, leader of one unofficial 
church in the Cross River basin, following his visit to Nigeria in 1975: “there was a unity in 
the feeling that direction and support from the world headquarters of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, in Salt Lake City, was absolutely critical, and imperative.”40 
Until President Kimball received the 1978 priesthood revelation, Salt Lake City largely 
ignored the Nigerian LDS. But their unfaltering commitment to Mormonism and willingness 
to accept guidance from the LDS Church challenged the inherited beliefs of Mormon 
missionaries who visited Nigeria, and ultimately contributed to the lifting of the priesthood 
ban against Blacks. 
A Reciprocal Relationship 
Conversion is a complicated and multifaceted process. Just as the story of Nigerian converts 
cannot be understood apart from the story of Mormon missionaries who served in their 
communities, so, too, the actions of the LDS Church in Salt Lake City cannot be understood 
independent of the local actions of Nigerian Mormons. LDS missionaries who personally 
interacted with Nigerian converts during the 1960s and 1970s came to reject their own 
church’s position on race. Once the missionaries’ ideas percolated back to the leadership in 
Salt Lake City, the church’s institutionalized racism began to whither under newly critical 
scrutiny. 
At the beginning of the 1960s, the LDS Church was no more willing to proselytize 
among Blacks than it had been in 1946, when O.J. Umondak first reached out for guidance. 
In a letter sent to Glen G. Fisher on March 21, 1960, the First Presidency doubted the 
motives of the Nigerians:  
Some of the letters that we have received from these people lead us to question in 
some cases the motives of these people, that is, whether or not they’re really sincere 
in their desire to become members of the Church and are truly converted to the truths 
of the gospel, or if they merely wish to become affiliated with an American church in 
order that they might thereby be recipients of help in the way of contributions or 
otherwise, and then too, it may be that these ministers may have the idea that the 
church would give them an alliance of some kind to preside.41  
The First Presidency’s letter highlights the conservative, cautious, and racist nature of the 
LDS Church. Permitting church leaders to again defer the question of race, Salt Lake City 
decided that it needed to determine the legitimacy of the spontaneous LDS conversions in 
Nigeria. The First Presidency sent Fisher to investigate the new LDS Nigerians later that 
same year. Fisher was supposed to go to Uyo, home of the majority of the unofficial Nigerian 
                                                
40 Rytting to Eduok, May 19, 1975, MS 16645, Ime O. Eduok History, 2001, LDS Church History 
Library, Salt Lake City, Utah. 
41 Office of the First Presidency to Fisher, March 21, 1960, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence. See also, 
Assignment by the First Presidency to Visit Nigeria, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence. 
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converts. When the Congo Crisis ruled out his planned itinerary through Douala, Cameroon, 
he could only reach Lagos.42 The groups with whom Fisher met in Lagos and to whom he 
talked for hours about the church and its teaching gave him the “impression that they were 
most sincere in this desire [i.e., becoming official Mormons].”43  
Later evidence confirms that the unofficial Mormons in Lagos persuaded Fisher 
during his 1960 visit that their interest in Mormonism was genuine. Looking back on his time 
in Nigeria following the priesthood revelation in 1978, Fisher expressed a sigh of relief: “for 
almost 20 years I have been waiting for some official word that the petitions of these 
numerous dark skinned people, for baptism into the church had been realized.… My visit to 
Nigeria in 1960 revealed that many of these congregations were preparing themselves for 
baptism and membership in the kingdom even at that early date.”44 Fisher’s reflection 
indicates that sustained interaction with Nigerians changed his mind about the church’s 
teachings on race, and these interactions occurred repeatedly throughout the 1960s and 
1970s, at the behest of the Nigerians themselves. 
After Fisher’s visit, the LDS Church ordered Lamar S. Williams, an employee of the 
LDS Missionary Department, to communicate with interested Nigerians, but under certain 
restrictions. Williams could only send literature and personal stories about the church to 
Nigerians, since Salt Lake City still had not decided its position on the “negro question,” as 
Spencer W. Kimball had called it in 1947.45 In the absence of official education, the 
Nigerians used the scant data provided by Williams to build a church on their own terms. On 
March 25, 1960, Honesty J. Ekong sent a letter to Williams that stated: “Our congregation 
decided to adopt the name of your Church Organisation so that I wish to know your opinion 
about this, and we have carefully read the constitution of your church from your two 
pamphlets and have gathered every information on what we can learn from the Church, and 
the reasons for joining the church of Jesus.”46 As Ekong requested, Williams gave his 
opinion on this matter. In his response, he explained the structure of the LDS Church, the 
purpose of General Conference, and why the Mormon Church is unique.47  
Williams’ letter had many consequences for the development of the unofficial 
Mormon church in Nigeria. In the first place, it ensured that the Nigerian church would retain 
the name of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Not only does the name often 
appear on the letterhead in the archival record from this point on, but Nigerian Mormons also 
                                                
42 Ekanem and Obot to Fisher, June 27, 1960, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence; Obot to Brother and Sister 
Fisher, June 19 1960, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Paper; Obot, Ekanem, and Dick to Fisher, May 20, 1960, 
Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers; Fisher to Dick, May 10, 1960, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers. 
43 Glen G. Fisher Report, Folder 10, Lamar Williams Papers. 
44 Assignment by the First Presidency to Visit Nigeria, Glen G. Fisher Correspondence. 
45 Minutes of the Apostles of Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 439, Americana Collection.  
46 Ekong to Williams, March 25, 1960, Folder 2, Lamar Williams Papers.  
47 Williams to Ekong, April 4, 1960, Folder 2, Lamar Williams Papers. 
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incorporated the LDS Church in Nigeria on September 29, 1964 and registered it as a 
corporate body in 1969, without the permission of Salt Lake City.48 Second, Nigerian 
Mormons appointed people to administrative offices after receiving this letter, and planned to 
convene a meeting to draft a local constitution and to bring their new church to the attention 
of the district officer.49 Third, the letter explains why Nigerian converts held their own 
general conference one year later.50 Using only the information provided by Williams and 
their own intuition, they independently established an administrative apparatus modeled on 
the LDS Church in Utah. 
In the process of erecting their administrative apparatus, Nigerian Mormons spread 
their new religion throughout Southeastern Nigeria at an astonishing rate. Although 
historians must piece together the expansion of the Nigerian Mormon church through 
occasional inconsistent references because accurate numbers do not exist, what began as a 
small handful of interested Nigerians at the beginning of the 1960s had become thousands of 
members by the end of the 1970s. Over these two decades, according to one document, the 
Nigerians established nine branches and five groups in Cross River State district; two groups 
in Lagos State district; and two branches and one group in Imo State district.51 Thus, the 
church unintentionally facilitated the growth of Mormonism in Nigeria by providing the 
Nigerian Mormons with the information needed to promote it on their own. The efficiency 
and scale on which Nigerian Mormons organized and spread their own Mormon church 
played a role in the LDS Church’s decision to abolish the priesthood ban and establish a 
official relationship with Nigerian Mormons. 
While the LDS Church’s leaders limited their involvement with Nigeria as they 
debated their responsibility to share the gospel with Black Africa behind closed doors, 
Nigerian Mormons constantly challenged the church to fulfill its biblical mandate. On 
September 28, 1960, Honesty J. Ekong wrote to Lamar Williams: “come over into 
Macedonia, and help us.”52 Ekong was referring to Acts 16:9. In this biblical passage, Paul 
                                                
48 Copies of the 1964 Certificate of Incorporation can be found in Folder 1, MS 6393, Edwin Q. Cannon 
Collection, LDS Church History Library, Salt Lake City, Utah; Ime O. Eduok History; see also Ime O. Eduok, 
My Story of the Pioneering Work of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints in Nigeria, Ime O. Eduok 
History. The 1969 Certificate of Registration is in Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Collection. A splinter group of 
Nigerian Mormons led by Daniel Ndem at Afaha Abia also incorporated the LDS Church in 1970. See David 
M. Kennedy’s Memorandum, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Collection; Plan A—Nigeria, Folder 1, Edwin Q. 
Cannon Collection. 
49 Okpon, Inyang, and Ekong to the Missionary Committee, June 24, 1960, Folder 9, Lamar Williams 
Papers. 
50 The General Conference of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-Day Saints held 10–12 March 1961, at 
Church Headquarters in Ibesit Town, Folder 9, Lamar Williams Papers. 
51 Nigeria—16 July 1979, Ime O. Eduok History. For a different but similar assessment of church 
membership in Nigeria, see Nigeria, Folder 2, William V. Bartholomew Papers. 
52 Ekong to Williams, September 28, 1960, Folder 2, Lamar Williams Papers. 
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received a vision of a Macedonian, who appealed to him, saying “Come over to Macedonia 
and help us.”53 After receiving this vision, Paul wanted to go to Macedonia, believing God 
had called him to preach the gospel in that land. Ekong was the Macedonian, hoping that 
Williams would recognize his divine mandate. Less than a month later, Ekong, W.A. Inyang 
(the president general of the mission field), and E.I. Okpon invited Williams to come and 
preach Christ to them, because they knew he was “the Fishers [sic] and Hunters [sic] the 
Lord promised to send forth in the last days to fish and hunt for souls in every mountain from 
every hill and out of the holes of the rocks.”54 This was a reference to Jeremiah 16:16. They 
believed that God had given Williams the responsibility of bringing the Nigerian Mormon 
church out of captivity and restoring it.  
After months of reading these insistent letters, Williams grew frustrated by the fact 
his hands were tied by church policy. On May 3, 1961, Williams submitted a memorandum 
on missionary work among “negroes” to the First Presidency stating, “[t]hese people are 
getting to the point where they want to know whether or not we are interested in teaching the 
gospel to them.”55 While some Nigerians were aware of Williams’ memorandum, they 
nonetheless were relentless in their request for missionaries. On July 24, 1961, Adewole 
Ogunmokun pleaded with Williams:  
Brother, I know that our needs requires [sic] great sacrifice on the part of your dear 
self, those in authority and men and women of goodwill who constitute the members 
of the revealled Church, yet no sacrifice is too great to make, in the course of 
expanding the Gospel as revealled for, [sic] does not our Lord not charge the early 
Apostles to Go [sic] into the world and preach the Gospel? not only to preach but to 
baptize in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost? This brother is our 
claim and I think it is a justified claim too, therefore sir, you must help us, you cannot 
afford to do otherwise, you must not refuse our plea for baptism, and the laying on of 
hands by those in authority for the gift of the Holy Ghost.56  
Acts 16:9 and Jeremiah 16:16 made a strong case for official Mormon missionary 
involvement in Nigeria, but Ogunmokun made the argument more persuasively. He cited the 
Great Commission scene from Matthew. In this biblical episode, Jesus asked his apostles to 
“make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father the Son and Holy 
Spirit.”57 If Williams did not bring the gospel to Nigeria, he was shirking his responsibility as 
a Christian, by failing to follow the orders of Jesus Christ himself.  
                                                
53 Acts 16:9.  
54 Inyang, Ekong, and Okpon to Williams, October 12, 1960, Folder 2, Lamar Williams Papers. 
55 Memorandum to the First Presidency, May 3, 1961, Folder 7, Lamar Williams Papers. 
56 Ogunmokun to Williams, July 24, 1961, Folder 3, Lamar Williams Papers. The letter was underlined 
with pencil after it was typed.  
57 Matt. 28:9. 
Nigerian Converts, Mormon Missionaries, and the Priesthood Revelation      13 
 
After receiving Williams’ memorandum and the flood of letters from Nigerians with 
strong convictions, the First Presidency agreed to send Lamar Williams and Marvin Reese 
Jones, a missionary ultimately bound for South Africa, to Nigeria for a visit in October 1961. 
Following in the footsteps of Fisher, Williams and Jones were to find out if the Nigerians 
were serious about their conversion to Mormonism. On October 21, 1961, Williams 
questioned Reverend Matthew Andrew Udo-Ete, general superintendent of the church, on a 
variety of matters to determine whether or not he was sincere in his desire to become a part 
of the LDS Church. After making clear that there was no paid ministry, that the church’s 
welfare program could not be extended to Nigeria, and that Blacks could not hold the 
priesthood, Williams reported in his diary that Udo-Ete and his congregations were worthy of 
baptism.58 Like Fisher, Williams questioned the status of Blacks within the LDS Church 
following personal contact with the Nigerians: 
I am most concerned about the situation here and the position of the church and the 
stand it will take in regard to these people.… I don’t know how we can keep the 
church and eventually the priesthood from them and yet the problem seems 
insurmountable—thank goodness all things are pursuable with the Lord’s help.59  
Marvin Reese Jones, whose diary reveals that he was always a little more skeptical of the 
Nigerians’ commitment to Mormonism than Williams, also came to question the priesthood 
ban. On October 22, 1961, he wrote in his diary: “if they are faithful they may get the 
priesthood in this life or the next.”60 Three days later, Jones suggested the “Church would 
have to be forced to give them the priesthood because of the pressure of the member [sic] of 
black skin. So [we] will have to have revelation.”61 Like other missionaries before and since, 
Williams and Jones found that interacting with these potential converts moved them towards 
identifying with the Nigerians in a way that precluded their disenfranchisement. Mormon 
missionaries were the first people within the official church to see that it would be impossible 
to truly establish Mormonism in Nigeria without giving the priesthood to Nigerians. 
The First Presidency recognized the validity of its biblical mandate following 
Williams’ 1961 visit to Nigeria. Retreating from its longstanding policy prohibiting 
proselytizing among Black communities, the church decided to name Williams as a 
missionary to the Nigerian Mission on November 21, 1962, placing him under the 
supervision of Nathan Eldon Tanner, president of the West European Mission. As President 
McKay told Williams: “This Gospel is to be preached to ‘every nation, kindred, tongue and 
                                                
58 October 21, 1961, Lamar Williams Diary, Folder 1, Lamar Williams Papers; October 29, 1961, Lamar 
Williams Diary, Folder 1, Lamar Williams Papers. 
59 October 29, 1961, Lamar Williams Diary, Folder 1, Lamar Williams Papers. 
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people.’ You are fulfilling this to a marked degree.”62 By assigning a missionary to Nigeria, 
the LDS Church took an important step towards abolishing the priesthood ban. 
Williams made two more visits to Nigeria—one in January 1964, and another in 
October 1965.63 During the 1965 visit, the First Presidency called Williams back to Salt Lake 
City prematurely. Upon arrival, Williams learned that the First Presidency had added Joseph 
Fielding Smith and Thorpe B. Isaacson to its ranks—turning the traditionally two counselors 
of the Presidency into four counselors. These two conservative-minded leaders put an end to 
Williams’ ministry in Nigeria as well as the LDS Church’s official engagement with Nigeria 
until the 1978 priesthood revelation. According to Isaacson, the church was “just asking for a 
lot of problems” by interacting with Nigerian converts.64 Thus, the nascent Nigerian church 
still had not been officially established by the end of the decade. 
The end of the Nigerian Civil War in 1970, however, ushered in a new phase of 
engagement with Nigerian converts, who immediately wrote to Salt Lake City to report they 
had survived the war and to express their outrage with the LDS Church for not providing 
“words of congratulations.”65 Nigerian Mormons were disappointed with the LDS Church’s 
apparent ambivalence regarding its Nigerian branches—a consequence of Smith and 
Isaacson’s addition to the First Presidency—but remained determined to become official 
members of the LDS Church.   
Developments similar to those that occurred in the previous decade occurred in the 
1970s. During his unofficial visits to Nigeria in 1975, missionary Lorry Rytting found the 
Nigerian converts to be hospitable and dedicated Christians, who possessed a high regard for 
family values, initiative, and freedom. Writing to William Bangerter, president of the 
International Mission, on August 4, 1975, Rytting confessed: “our warm experience with the 
‘Mormons’ in Nigeria’s South Eastern State make us hopeful that the time may be at hand for 
                                                
62 A Blessing upon the Head of Elder Lamar Stevenson Williams Setting Him Apart as a Missionary to 
the Nigerian Mission to Labor under the Direction of President Nathan Eldon Tanner of the West European 
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64 Allen, “Would-Be Saints,” 236. 
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the world-wide expansion of missionary work to include the wonderful people of 
Nigeria.…We pray the blessings of membership will not be withheld from those truly 
converted and worthy.”66 Indeed, after the LDS Church abolished the priesthood ban, Rytting 
told Edwin Q. Cannon, who also arrived as a missionary in Nigeria in the late 1970s: “We 
were especially gratified to know that the blessing of the priesthood are [sic] now 
available.”67 Like many missionaries before them, the Ryttings sensed “great faith and 
dedication” in the Nigerian Mormons, and found they had personal difficulty with the 
church’s racist policy.68 
Towards the end of the 1970s, Nigerian Mormons had become more sophisticated in 
their knowledge of Mormonism. In the 1960s, Ekong and Ogunmokun used the Bible to 
justify an official relationship between Salt Lake City and Nigeria, but by 1978, Nigerians 
also delved into Mormon scriptures to make their case. In a letter written to Lamar Williams 
on June 30, 1978, G.S. Assam, a Nigerian from Ede Obuk Eket who was still unaware of the 
priesthood revelation, quoted a vision the Prophet Joseph Smith received at the Kirtland 
Temple in Ohio on January 21, 1836: 
[“]I saw the twelve apostle[s] of the lamb, who are now upon the earth, who hold the 
keys of this last ministry in foreign lands standing together in a circle, much fatigued 
with their clothes tattered and feet swollen with their eyes cost downward, and Jesus 
standing in their midst, and they did not behold him. The Saviour looked upon them 
and wept.[”] Why did He weep? He wept because Nigeria is left out.69  
The apostles’ work, according to Assam, would not be completed until the gospel had been 
taken to every corner of the earth, including Nigeria. 
Mormon missionaries who visited Nigeria during the 1960s and 1970s uniformly 
agreed that the LDS conversion movement was not going to fade away. In an undated 
document produced between 1975 and 1978, the missionary William Bartholomew wrote a 
summary of possible responses to Nigerian Mormons. In this report, Bartholomew decreed 
the LDS Church could no longer ignore the emergence of Mormonism in Nigeria: 
[A] policy of “benign neglect” has some serious implications. Any hope that this 
movement would disappear if left alone seems to have little foundation. There is 
vitality and strong leadership which commands serious consideration.… Some 
carefully considered policy decision seems appropriate.… For the present, it may be 
possible to exercise subtle control through Brother Ime Eduok, an experienced and 
                                                
66 Rytting to Bangerter, August 4, 1975, Folder 2, Edwin Q. Cannon Collection. See also Mr. and Mrs. 
Rytting to [?], August 12, 1975, Box 1, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers. 
67 Rytting to Cannon, February 28, 1979, Box 1, Folder 2, Edwin Q. Cannon Papers. 
68 Ibid. 
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dedicated church member who is now in a position of leadership. But that is unlikely 
to continue without official liaison from church headquarters.70  
Nigerian Mormons would continue to practice their new religion regardless of whether or not 
the LDS Church approved of their actions, and Bartholomew believed that to best shape the 
nascent Nigerian church, the leaders of the LDS Church would have to recognize this fact. 
While the LDS Church could not indefinitely avoid interacting with the Nigerian church in 
an official capacity, acting in that official capacity required a policy change. Such an 
important policy reversal required the backing of divine revelation, which President Kimball 
duly received on June 8, 1978.71 Leaders of the LDS Church had “pleaded long and earnestly 
on behalf of these, our faithful brethren, spending many hours in the Upper Room of the 
Temple supplicating the Lord for divine guidance,” wrote President Kimball, in the letter 
announcing the priesthood revelation.72 Kimball stated with great joy that every worthy man 
in the church could now receive the priesthood. Nigerian Mormons had made the status quo 
untenable by insisting they become members of the LDS Church with all of the benefits that 
membership entailed. 
Following the Priesthood Revelation 
Mormon historians herald the priesthood revelation as a landmark moment in the history of 
the LDS Church. While this is certainly the case, thinking in terms of before and after the 
priesthood revelation obscures the challenges that Nigerian Mormons confronted following 
the priesthood revelation. The sources reveal many hurdles the Nigerian church still needed 
to overcome after 1978. In the archival materials used for this working paper, two issues 
stand out—polygamy and the question of translation. 
Between the 1960s and 1970s, the LDS Church’s stance on polygamy shifted from 
one of acceptance to one of rejection. When President McKay assigned Williams to be a 
missionary in Nigeria in 1962, he established a policy of tolerance towards Nigerians with 
multiple wives. In a memorandum composed on November 21, 1962, President McKay told 
Williams “to baptize and admit them into the Church. They could keep their wives and 
families that they had at the time of baptism but were not to engage further into this 
practice.”73 By 1979, however, the leaders of the LDS Church had reversed this policy. In a 
letter dated March 5, 1979, Carlos E. Assay, the president of the International Mission, 
                                                
70 Responses to Nigerian Mormons—Options, Folder 1, William V. Bartholomew Papers. A duplicate of 
this document can be found in Folder 2, Edwin Q. Cannon Collection.  
71 The First Presidency to All General and Local Priesthood Officers of the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, June 8, 1978, Folder 1, Edwin Q. Cannon Collection. This letter was incorporated into 
Doctrine and Covenants as “Official Declaration 2” (accessed April 26, 2015), https://www.lds.org/ 
scriptures/dc-testament/od/2. 
72 “Official Declaration 2.” 
73 Memorandum, November 21, 1962, Folder 8, Lamar Williams Papers. 
Nigerian Converts, Mormon Missionaries, and the Priesthood Revelation      17 
 
informed Edwin Cannon and Rendell Mabey, two missionaries who had asked him about the 
issue of polygamy: “It would not be appropriate to baptize any persons who have more than 
one wife. This is a policy matter, and can be changed only by the First Presidency and the 
Twelve. When and if there is any change in this policy, you will be properly notified.”74  
While Cannon did not baptize any more polygamists after receiving this letter, Assay 
did not indicate the LDS Church’s position towards Nigerians whom missionaries such as 
Williams admitted into the fold before President McKay’s policy was changed. As Cannon 
wrote to James E. Faust, a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, on June 30, 1980: 
“Now that individuals living in polygamy are refused baptism, an important question needs 
to be resolved: what to do with those members living in polygamy that are a.) members of the 
Church only; b.) holding the priesthood; c.) holding internal leadership positions.”75 This last 
situation was especially troubling for Cannon, because Nigerians to whom the LDS Church 
denied baptism on account of having multiple wives “will see inconsistency especially if the 
leader of the branch is living in polygamy. The longer leaders living in polygamy are allowed 
to remain in place, the more people who are denied baptism on the basis of polygamy will 
realize the inconsistency.”76 Although the LDS Church had taken a stance on polygamy, it 
still needed to decide whether or not it would accommodate those who became members 
before the policy change. The polygamy question would plague the LDS Church for years to 
come. 
The LDS Church also did not effectively address the issue of translation of religious 
materials into the vernacular following the priesthood revelation. Before 1978, the need for 
vernacular literature was apparent to many Nigerian Mormons and missionaries alike. On 
November 3, 1975, Kalu Oku, the leader of the Lagos-Bariga Group, told a church official 
that materials still needed to be translated into local dialects.77 In a document composed 
sometime between 1975 and 1981, missionary William Bartholomew observed that religious 
services 
are conducted in native language (Igbo, Ibibio, Efik). Few of the congregation 
members understand English, and only a few of the Church leaders can communicate 
in English. They use primarily the Efik bible in the South East, or the Igbo or Housa 
[sic] Bibles in the northern and western branches. The only translation done so far are 
the Articles of Faith, which have been printed in Efik.78  
The absence of vernacular materials hindered the development of Mormonism in Nigeria, but 
many believed the priesthood revelation would change this. On June 10, 1978, Lorry Rytting 
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wrote to Ime Eduok, the future president of the LDS Church’s Cross River district: “I do not 
know how soon it will be possible to begin work in Africa. It will probably be sometime and 
will begin carefully, slowly. There will be a need to translate materials into Igbo, Efik, and 
other languages, and to teach some church leaders those languages.”79  
Rytting turned out to be wrong in his belief that the LDS Church would begin to 
pursue translation projects in Nigeria after 1978. LDS missionaries Mabey and Cannon spoke 
out against translation, because the government believed that “translation activities were 
hurtful to … unification.”80 The leaders of Nigeria feared that “showing favoritism toward 
one tribal language over another … could lead to resentment among other ethnic groups.”81 
In what was likely an effort to curry favor with the government of Nigeria, Mabey and 
Cannon backed this position. They argued Efik was a “relatively minor language,” despite 
the fact the majority of Nigerian Mormons lived in the Efik-speaking region.82 Two things 
may be gleaned from their statement. Nigeria has always been a very difficult social 
environment for foreign interventions of any kind, so it was easier for the missionaries to 
blame government policies than to examine the real reasons for failure. Second, the decision 
of Mabey and Cannon highlights the tenuous status of missionaries in post-colonial Africa. 
The issue of permission to reside in Nigeria plagued LDS missionaries from Williams to 
Cannon, as the correspondence of missionaries frequently reveals references to visa 
problems. Missionaries and their motivations were now more highly suspect than they had 
ever been in the past. They were also no longer united in a civilizing mission with the 
government, as they had been in the colonial period. Instead, western missionaries were now 
outsiders, and their actions if perceived in a negative light could get them expelled from the 
country without the opportunity to return. The priesthood revelation then did not eliminate all 
of the problems of establishing the LDS Church in Africa. As the problems of polygamy and 
translation illustrate—many challenges still confronted the LDS Church on its bumpy 
journey to becoming a global faith. 
Conclusion 
This paper argues that the priesthood revelation was a direct response to the emergence of an 
unofficial LDS church in Nigeria. In the 1960s, Nigerians established a Mormon church in 
their country, without assistance from the parent church in Utah. By the late 1970s, this 
church had thousands of followers and was going by the name of the Church of Jesus Christ 
of Latter-day Saints. During these years, missionaries, through sustained contact with the 
Nigerian Mormons, actively questioned the status of Africans within the LDS Church. They 
brought their attitudes and opinions regarding the Nigerian converts back to the United States 
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with them, and it is likely that these ideas influenced the thinking of shrewd church leaders 
like President Spencer Kimball—a leader who played an important role in developing the 
LDS Church’s relationship with Africa. The priesthood revelation, however, was not the final 
step in a long and reluctant journey to becoming a global faith. The LDS Church still had to 
address many issues regarding religious worship in Africa, especially those of polygamy and 
translation.  
This paper also moves beyond treating the traditional missionary narrative and the 
narrative of African Christianity independently. Missionaries and converts have always been 
in a reciprocal and mutual relationship that previous historians have overlooked. The actions 
of the official church in Salt Lake City affected the development of the church in Nigeria and 
vice versa, and it is only within this context that the globalization of Mormonism, let alone 
Christianity as a whole, can be properly understood.  
This paper highlights the multiple dimensions of conversion. Although Nigerians may 
have been motivated by material gain, they were also drawn to Mormonism because it was 
more spiritually fulfilling than their other religious experiences. This had far-reaching 
consequences. On the one hand, the Nigerians established an indigenous Mormon church on 
their own terms with very little guidance from the official LDS Church. On the other, they 
were determined to submit themselves to guidance and leadership from Utah. As a result, 
Salt Lake City could not adopt the policy of neglect that had worked so well in interactions 
with African Americans. Due to the persistence of Nigerian Mormons, the only practical 
option for the LDS Church was to affiliate officially with Nigerians, abandon its racist 
ideology, and welcome the revelation this option required. 
In the end, the tale of how Nigerians changed the LDS Church is as much about 
global Christianity as it is about Mormonism. On June 18, 2015, Pope Francis I published 
Laudato Si, his much anticipated encyclical on climate change.83 In this document, Francis 
challenges his flock to rethink its relationship with earth, placing the concerns of his Latin 
American followers—primarily poor Catholics who greatly feel the effects of climate 
change—at the forefront of his papal agenda. This 183-page letter confirms the role the 
global south will play in shaping the policies, practices, and theologies of Christianity in the 
twenty-first century, including Mormonism.84 For the LDS Church, the process of becoming 
a truly global faith began with the story of the neglected Nigerian Mormons. Their struggle to 
become fully-fledged members of the LDS Church is crucial to understanding how the 
southward shift in membership has enduring consequences for the Mormon church that are 
only now becoming apparent. 
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